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Acquisitions Business in a Middle East Context
Henry Owino, Acquisitions Librarian, The Petroleum Institute, Abu Dhabi, U. A.E.
Abstract:
The objective of this session is to set out brief outlines of Acquisitions business in a Middle Eastern context. Also it
aims to educate in aspects of business relationships management. The Middle East context to Collection Develop‐
ment and Acquisitions is of interest to Librarians and Book Suppliers keen to do business in the region. Developing
collections, selecting suppliers and the actual process of getting the resources into the region needs a closer look
to understand the expectations from both vendors and clients’ standpoint. The cultural aspects that shape the
discussions and expectations; thoughts, challenges, set procedures are all aspects that if not properly appreciated
and implemented with due patience might lead to undesirable outcomes.

Introduction
Business is generally being engaged in the trade in
goods or services or both to consumers (or clients).
Acquisitions business is the function and responsibil‐
ity for the selection and purchase of information re‐
sources or materials for the library. Acquisitions sec‐
tions may select vendors, negotiate consortium pric‐
ing, license terms, arrange for standing orders,
and/or select individual titles or resources (depend‐
ing on the size of the library or system). i The process
includes budgeting and negotiating with outside
agencies, to obtain resources to meet the needs of
the institution's clientele in the most economical and
expeditious manner. The Acquisitions business is
usually managed by an acquisitions librarian. In small
libraries, the acquisitions librarian may also be re‐
sponsible for collection development, but in most
public and academic libraries, this responsibility is
shared by all the librarians who have an active inter‐
est in collection building, usually on the basis of ex‐
pertise and subject specializationii
Functions covered in the acquisitions business will
often encompass the following areas:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Ordering, claiming, receiving, and payment
for all library materials.
Monitoring, coordinating, implementing and
evaluating all collection‐related activities.
Serials check‐in, control, organization and
shelf preparation.
Providing management and financial re‐
ports/statistics.
Selecting and evaluating sources of supply.
Organizing gift and exchange activities.
Providing current awareness services.iii
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In line with best practice priorities I was aware of the
need to enhance the existing processes when I joined
the Petroleum Institute; an Engineering University
Library in one of the GCC countries. The University is
dedicated to providing world class science and engi‐
neering education to prospective students pursuing
courses leading to engineering qualifications and
employment in the energy sector. The library has the
following Mission and Vision:
“… provide the appropriate resources and ser‐
vices for its users to support education and re‐
search, and will assist users to build a foundation
for life‐long learning to become information lit‐
erate members of the petroleum industries.
The Library will be a world‐class resource center
committed to excellence in support of the infor‐
mation needs of all its affiliated users.”iv The Library’s
print, and electronic collections has expanded rapidly
to meet the needs of students and faculty. The col‐
lections reflect a wide range of reading levels of stu‐
dents from Foundation to Senior as well as Graduate
programs. As areas of research have emerged the
collection is being strengthened in the appropriate
areas.
At the beginning, the acquisition business faced con‐
siderable challenge as the newly established library
had to work within the corporate culture and proce‐
dures of an energy company to develop a collection
to meet the teaching and research needs of a univer‐
sity. There needed to be:
•

A Learning process for the librarians. To ap‐
preciate why specific corporate rules and
regulations existed and were (sometimes)
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•

•

•

different from the way university libraries
elsewhere operated. An opportunity for the
librarians and management to explore why
procedures needed to be adjusted to lead to
better services.
Trust developed between the librarians on
the one hand and the management; pro‐
curement and finance officers on the other
hand;
Reputation and Credibility enhancement
leading to reduction of doubts on librarian’s
intentions; strengthening justification as to
why alternative vendor(s) was or were bet‐
ter value for money.
Process Improvement initiatives resulting in
introducing different ways of carrying out
processes, cutting out redundant steps and
empowering the librarians to work effective‐
ly to maximize efficiencies.

The process to start with…
The acquisition process on the ground was extremely
elaborate and extensive to cover every loophole. It
was meant to ensure that there was no opportunity
for unscrupulous or dubious dealings either on the
side of the vendors or the library. There was a re‐
quirement for three quotes per item to ensure com‐
petitive pricing. The Library provided the list of re‐
quirements to the Procurement Department and
Procurement sought the 3 quotes per title. Once
prices were obtained and the final suppliers selected
they had to source and supply identified materials at
the agreed price(s). This was very time consuming
and required a lot of preparation and to get quotes
on technical resources from local vendors was un‐
successful most of the time. The result was that fac‐
ulty were rather dissatisfied due to resources not
coming in timely or not coming in at all.
Preferred Vendor ‐ Phase 1
The suggested solution was to go to tender and se‐
lect a preferred vendor from whom all or most of the
resources would be sourced. This proved to be the
best decision. Once the technical and commercial
evaluations were accomplished the tender was
awarded and the procedures and processes negoti‐
ated between the successful vendor, Procurement,
the Library and Finance to ensure smooth supply of
resources. This should have operated well but for
aspects that were included to reiterate and follow
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existing practices that were not necessarily applica‐
ble for library acquisitions business. The Vendor
needed to deposit a percentage of the value of the
tender as performance guarantee. The library need‐
ed to get 3 competitive prices per title, one of those
prices being from the preferred vendor database.
The approval process also involved several authoriza‐
tions including and starting from the Academic De‐
partment Director or their representatives, Library
Committee, Finance, and Procurement. All these of‐
fices had varying levels of commitment and priority
placed on the ordering process and the time taken
from request to placing of the order varied from one
month to 4 months or even longer. Apart from the
Vendor database, the library also entered the orders
in the local Library System and was required to enter
the orders into the procurement system; one at a
time. At each level these order requests were printed
out for relevant authorizations. The official order was
printed out and faxed to the vendor. Unlike in many
University libraries the official order was to come
from Procurement and the library would then re‐
ceive copies of the fax which triggered the submis‐
sion of the electronic version of the titles to the ven‐
dor. This speeded up the processing of the orders on
the vendor’s system. Things to note about the turna‐
round time:
•

•

•
•

•

The procurement system was the official in‐
stitution record but there were other sys‐
tems used so time used in creation and
maintenance built up some delays.
The responsibility of who sends out the offi‐
cial order and what format it did take also
caused some delays. Until the official fax
was sent the library had to wait. This ulti‐
mately added to the length of turnaround
time.
The number of signatories and approval
stages in the chain were many and added
significantly to the turnaround time.
The length of time it took to get orders out
of the institution resulted in a significant lack
of spending of the book vote which meant
that the collection development was im‐
pacted and the book vote was reduced in
subsequent years due to under spending.
The vendor payment process also included a
number of steps to verify that the items had
in fact been ordered and received and de‐

spite using the preferred vendor; we also
needed to verify that they were indeed in
the system and Finance could go ahead and
pay; this too added time and delayed the ac‐
tual payments to the vendor.

The flowchart below shows the process and
throughput using preferred vendor under the con‐
tract.
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Preferred Vendor ‐ Phase 2
With the benefit of experience from Phase 1 of the
preferred vendor; a second phase was preferred and
implemented which gave all the stakeholders an op‐
portunity to revisit the processes and fine tune all
aspects but make sure that institution policies and
guidelines were not compromised. Below is a sum‐
mary of the processes improved or as modified for
the second phase.
Ordering process
Materials may be requested at any time in accord‐
ance with the approved Library Collection Develop‐
ment Policy (Selection Principles). For each item re‐
quested the library undertook to obtain 3 separate
prices one of which was from the preferred Vendor
Database.
Requests were verified against the preferred Ven‐
dor database by authorized library staff; then
downloaded into a library system. Unique item
order numbers are created for each batch of titles
in the Library system (including details such as
price, account code, requesting department or
program and Faculty or staff requesting the ti‐
tle(s)).
A printed copy of the batch (es) was forwarded to
Finance so the Library confirmed with Finance that
funds were available to purchase the resources prior
to sending orders to the preferred vendor. Finance
endorsed the covering letter to confirm the availabil‐
ity of funds. This authority was necessary to cover
the order so placed.
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Orders were then sent electronically to the pre‐
ferred vendor by the Library. A copy of the trans‐
mission is also sent to Procurement by the library
for information and archival purposes. The pre‐
ferred Vendor confirmed receipt of the orders
electronically.
Delivery, receipt and payment
Materials are shipped on a fortnightly basis by the
preferred vendor. Air waybills and commercial in‐
voices as well as certificate of origin are sent to facili‐
tate customs clearance(s).
Designated Library staffs check the contents of the
carton(s) against the delivery note(s) and invoice(s).
Library staffs prepare Invoice batches for payment by
Finance. Details of the Invoice(s) numbers and total
amount(s) per invoice and the matching unique or‐
der identification numbers are included in a sum‐
mary sheet that is signed off and Finance uses this to
prepare payments.
Procurement gets a copy of the summary sheet (On‐
ly) for information. Finance also ensures that for
each payment, remittance advice details and invoices
covered are provided to the vendor so the payments
can be allocated appropriately.
The chart below shows the procedure after process
simplification, improvements and enhancements
were implemented.
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Benefits from the process improvement
However small, the benefits from process im‐
provements need to be celebrated especially for an
emerging tertiary institution. The following are
what are the distinct benefits derived from the
process improvements since Phase 1 of the pre‐
ferred vendor contract:
•

•

•

•
•

Greatly improved turnaround time (fort‐
nightly remittance of orders as opposed to
once or so in over a month; and fortnightly
delivery of materials ordered).
Regular and progressive collection growth
helped the library adhere to its contract
obligations; as well as satisfy the growing
resources demand from faculty and stu‐
dents especially towards research needs.
Flexibility in the acquisitions business op‐
erations and significant support to process
improvements from other stakeholders
within the institution such as Finance and
Procurement.
Book vote totally spent for the first time in
the history of the institution; and
Vendor satisfaction with the speed of
payment as evidenced by fewer claims of
late or non‐payment of bills.

The next steps
As a way forward the poster presentation at the
Charleston conference has inspired a desire to ex‐
plore the process improvement opportunities at
other institutions within the GCC countries for
comparative purposes as well as a starting point for
future cooperation and exchange of ideas. This will
be followed up and an exploratory study undertak‐
en and progress and outcome be reported on at
future conference(s).
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